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			For Maggie, who took and left the biggest pieces.
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			Chapter One

			‘Maggie, d’ye think yer funny?’

			Aye, you’re going to have a lot of explaining to do when you get home . . .

			I was standing in a car park in a part of York that I didn’t know. I fidgeted with the notes in the pocket of my coat, my palms sweaty and cold. Christmas music and hot air seeped out of the automatic doors from the warmth of the supermarket. The midwinter darkness wrapped around me, as heavy as my growing dread.

			I called again; straight to voicemail. I tried again. And again.

			I looked around at the unfamiliar housing estate. How long should I wait? How many times do I call? When do I give up?

			It was starting to dawn on me that I might be too late. I should have left work and come sooner, offered more money, worried more. I checked the time on my phone: 16.34. One more try.

			Glancing up from my phone, I tensed; passing under the glow of the street lights, a man was coming towards me. He was a wiry guy in his thirties, walking quickly, eyes down, looking at his phone. In the orange gloom, it took a moment for my eyes and brain to make sense of what I was seeing. But it was . . . it was her! The skinny bullmastiff trotting behind him had no collar and no lead, but she followed him obediently along the pavement, trailing his ankles. They walked over to me, the dog cowering nervously behind him. It was clear that she was terrified of him.

			‘You here for the dog?’ he asked, glancing up from his phone. I nodded nervously, my mouth dry.

			‘Got the cash?’

			‘Aye. A hundred quid. I thought maybe you’d given her to the other guy.’

			‘What? Oh, no, he didn’t turn up. Do you still want it?’

			‘Aye. Here . . .’

			I held out the money. He gave it a quick check and pocketed it. I opened the hatch of my battered old Mazda and signalled for her to jump in. ‘Come on, darling,’ I urged her gently, patting the duvet in the open boot.

			She looked up at me with huge, fearful brown eyes, but didn’t budge. Come on, darling, get in. I wanted this to be over.

			‘You heard her. Get in.’

			With his boot, he shoved her towards the car. She flinched and instinctively did as she was told, and I quickly brought the door down. Comforting words would come later; right now, my only task was to get her safe.

			‘Right, cheers,’ he said, and, without a goodbye or a backward glance to the dog, he walked off. I could be anyone, out to do anything to her, but he’d got his cash. I watched him leave, his eyes back on his phone, the skinny, terrified dog who had loyally followed him and obeyed his every word already forgotten as he turned the corner into the darkness.

			I looked up and exhaled with relief. Thank you.

			Opening the boot of the car was too risky, so I climbed into the back seat. I had to be careful around any new dog, especially one who was clearly so confused and afraid. I didn’t know much about bullmastiffs, though I remembered reading that they are very loyal and sometimes wary of strangers. But, looking at this poor, frightened dog huddled in my boot, I wasn’t alarmed.

			‘Hi, darling.’ I held out my hand for her to sniff. ‘You’re a nice lass, aren’t you? Try not to be scared.’ She stared back at me, her eyes wide, confused and anxious. Unsure, she gave my hand a quick, tentative sniff.

			‘It’s going to be OK, I promise. Let’s get you home.’

			It was rush hour in York’s nightmare of a road network, and the journey took forever, but she didn’t move or make a sound throughout. Crawling along the gridlocked road, I glanced in the rear-view mirror. I could see her silhouetted, sitting bolt upright, her floppy ears bouncing in rhythm with our stops and starts. Even when I stopped to buy food for my unexpected guest, I got back in the car to find her in exactly the same position. Her lack of reaction worried me, but I was also quite glad of the silence, as it gave me time to think.

			I turned into the car park at the block of flats where I lived and pulled into the bay marked with my flat number. I turned the key in the ignition and shifted round in my seat to look behind me at the dark outline in the back, the unknown entity I’d invited into my life on a momentary whim. I could feel her looking back at me through the darkness. Turning around, I closed my eyes and let my head fall forward. Bloody hell. The adrenaline was fading, and reality was dawning.

			When I’d left home this morning, it hadn’t been my intention to come back nine hours later with a dog. My husband Chris and I were renting an apartment where we weren’t allowed pets. I worked packing boxes in the warehouse of an optical components company, and this morning had been the same as any other. As usual, I was first in, and I’d got the heaters fired up and put the radio and the kettle on. It took me a while to get going in the morning; I was always tired, as tired when I woke up as when I went to bed, and I was finding it harder to explain away the unusual aches, pains and weariness that were starting to noticeably slow me down. It was mid-December and it was going to be a busy day as we rushed to get orders out before the Christmas break, and I was tired just thinking about it. I’d sat down at the computer with a cup of tea to help get me going and started to check emails and orders.

			I’d never been a big fan of Christmas, and I was feeling particularly disheartened and cynical about it this year. Bombarded by adverts, tinsel and forced merriment that disguised the darker reality lurking behind the glossily marketed festivities – debt, stress, loneliness, old dogs dumped to make way for new puppies – I really wasn’t in the mood for it. I felt empty and restless.

			Growing up as an only child, my best friend and playmate was Trouvee, a Staffordshire bull terrier cross, whom my mum and dad had found as a skinny, neglected, traumatised pup, dumped close to a bridge in Glasgow city centre, in the 1970s. She’d hated kids until I was born, and then she had a total change of heart and decided I was her baby, her wean, and she’d have protected me with her life. I was twelve when Trouvee died, and in her memory, my mum, Flora, started a cat rescue, which she ran from our house. The scale of the stray-cat problem meant it quickly took over our home and our lives. I once came home after a five-hour shift working at the local cinema to find seventeen kittens in my bedroom.

			‘Where – how – did you find seventeen kittens in the last five hours, Mum? Four, aye! Five at a push, that’s not unheard of. But seventeen?! Any chance they’re going to stop playing chases over me while I’m trying to sleep? And anything you can do about them thinking I’m a luxury heated litter tray you’ve installed for them? One of them’s peed on my pillow, Mum!’

			She came back a few minutes later and handed me a plastic tarpaulin to sleep under. Problem solved.

			I was used to the highs and lows and the willing sacrifices needed to share home and life with society’s furry waifs and strays, but sadly I’d never been settled enough to have an animal pal of my own. Chris and I had met when we’d both worked at the Odeon cinema in Kilmarnock. I was nineteen and it was a student job while I did my degree; he was a year older than me and had just graduated. We went travelling together when I was twenty-one, including a year living in Australia, where I worked as a campaigner for an animal-welfare charity. While I was there, I was delighted to discover Edgar’s Mission, a sanctuary for rescued farm animals near Melbourne, and, from the second I met Pam, who ran it, that was my weekends and days off sorted. I just loved those days cleaning out chicken coops and pigsties, and babysitting piglets and cockerels. I was in my element. Back home, Chris and I got married, but hadn’t ever settled in one place. Chris worked in the hotel industry, so we moved around a lot, and his latest job had landed us here in York.

			I had friends who ran rescues, and, since getting back, I’d taken in dogs and fostered them for a few weeks until they found a new home, but I’d never been in a position to keep any of them permanently.

			I still wasn’t.

			But, this morning, without thinking about it enough to dissuade myself, I’d clicked onto an online ad site. As always, there were pages and pages of unwanted dogs for sale, alongside the worn-out excuses that always accompanied them. Scrolling down, a photograph caught my attention: a forlorn-looking brindle bullmastiff sitting on a wicker chair, discarded kids’ toys and other rubbish strewn in the garden around her. She was small and skinny, and she looked hauntingly sad.

			I read the advert twice, hoping that I’d misunderstood it the first time:

			Bought this bitch for breeding. Had twelve puppies but ten died so it’s no use to me. At my girlfriend’s house but she doesn’t want it and she’s beating it up. 10 months old. £100.

			 

			It.

			She was far too young to have puppies; she wasn’t much more than a puppy herself. I reread the words, and the decision made itself. My mouth was dry and adrenaline had started to flow and do its thing. Heart in charge and head struggling to keep up, I picked up the phone and dialled the number.

			A disinterested voice answered. ‘The dog? Oh, right, yeah. Some bloke’s already offered me a gold signet ring and a motorcycle helmet. I’d rather have cash, but it needs to go,’ he told me, ‘and he can collect it this morning.’

			A gold signet ring and a motorcycle helmet? What the hell? Within seconds, I was invested in this dog I’d never met, and I was determined to get her away from this guy, and the bloke who wanted to swap her for a ring and a helmet. I had to give him a reason to wait, and guessed that persuading him I was going to give her a wonderful home wasn’t going to be what did it. Steadying the wobble in my voice, I gave it my best shot: ‘I can’t get there until after work, but I’ll give you the full amount, a hundred pounds cash. That’s worth more than what the other guy offered. I can be there just after four. Tell me where to meet you.’

			The promise of cash over a motorcycle helmet had swayed him. Quarter past four, the Co-op car park, in a dodgy part of the city I’d never been to before.

			Now, here I was, down a hundred pounds, up a bullmastiff, and with no plan as to how I was going to wedge her into my not-at-all-bullmastiff-compatible life. I briefly toyed with the idea of regretting it all, but I was in it now and the dog-shaped shadow behind me told me I’d done the right thing.

			Anxious, I knew I needed to break the news to Chris, who was upstairs in our flat, unaware of my latest escapade. I was ashamed and felt really guilty, but I hadn’t told him beforehand because I didn’t want to be talked out of it. I got my phone out of my pocket.

			‘A dog? Alexis . . . how? Where? You’ve only been at work! And we’re not allowed pets.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry. I saw her online.’

			‘She can’t stay. This is ridiculous. You should have asked me first.’

			‘Look, I’m sorry, I really am. I saw her and I had to help her, Chris. He was going to swap her for a motorcycle helmet! His girlfriend was beating her up. I know I should have asked you. I’m sorry. But, once I knew about her, I had to do something. I’m sorry, I really am . . .’ I was rambling. I knew I was in the wrong, here, and I should have told him.

			‘What are you going to do with her?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said quietly, my voice deflating along with my previous certainty.

			He was pretty upset with me. Chris cared, but we didn’t see things the same way. It was a selfish move – I’d taken on a dog without thinking about the impact it would have on Chris – and it was going to cause a lot of hassle with our landlord. Aye, it was fair enough. I’d have been upset at me, too.

			A few minutes later, Chris came down to the car park.

			‘Alexis . . .’ He opened the back door of the car and looked at me.

			I was crouching on the back seat, reaching into the boot to stroke the huge, brown, sad, smelly, unknown dog. Ashamed, thrilled, relieved, worried, certain and uncertain, I looked back at Chris.

			‘What’s she called?’ he asked.

			It hadn’t even occurred to me. ‘I don’t know; I didn’t ask. Maggie? Aye, why not? Maggie. She’s called Maggie.’

			I was starting to panic and regret it all, but I had no choice, now; I’d got myself into this and I had to keep going. I took a deep breath. ‘Right, Maggie, shall we get you upstairs?’

			I didn’t know her, and she was in a very confusing and scary situation. She might bolt, or fear might get the better of her and she might decide to get an attack in first. Carefully, I opened the boot and we looked at each other for a few moments. I got an overwhelming feeling that she had no intention of going anywhere or of hurting me. Relieved, I fastened a collar around her neck and attached a lead.

			‘Do you need a wee, sweetheart?’

			Chris had gone ahead of us, and he stood at the top of the two flights of stairs, holding the door open for Maggie and me.

			‘She seems scared,’ he said. ‘What’s her story?’

			I explained.

			‘What are you going to do? She can’t stay here.’

			‘Aye, I know, I know . . .’ I still didn’t have a plan. ‘I’m not sure, yet. But I’ll work something out,’ I told him, and myself.

			We walked through the front door and along the hall to the open-plan living room and kitchen. Now, in the light of the flat, I could see the bags of exhaustion under Maggie’s eyes.

			‘Right, darling, let’s get you settled . . .’ She was confused, but resigned to what was happening. I guess it was just another move in her chaotic life, and she’d learned that there was nothing good to come of making a fuss. I unclipped her lead and reached past her head to pick up the bag of shopping. Her belly hit the floor, flat as she could make herself.

			Suddenly, I remembered the words of the online ad: she’s beating it up. Until an hour ago, that had been her reality. Beatings, puppies, hunger, fear.

			‘Oh, darling, it’s OK. No one’s going to hurt you now.’ I tried to reassure her, but she had no reason to believe me.

			I sat down on the floor next to her, both of us leaning against the sofa, and started gently stroking the top of her head. It was the first time I’d noticed how dirty and dull her fur was. She had a beautiful brindle coat – dark brown, flecked with oranges and golds – and she had a long wavy white bib, running up under her chin and down her chest. I felt her tense at my touch as I slowly put my arm over her, and, as I gently ran my hand over her back, flecks of dandruff fell to the floor. I’d noticed earlier that her teats were sagging, full of the milk for her puppies who had died. They didn’t look good, and there was a chance they were infected.

			‘Do you mind if I just reach under here, darlin’ . . . ?’ I already felt that Maggie was a gentle soul. But if she was infected and sore, and not used to kind hands, she might not react well to me touching her painful, swollen belly. She watched my hand wearily as I reached round. Her teats were hot and her whole belly was covered in open, seeping, crusty sores that looked like terrible acne.

			‘Bloody hell, what’s this? Chris, look at her belly. She’s covered in scabs, and she’s all infected.’

			We stood together, looking at her slumped on her side, exhausted, worried, one paw raised, ready for us to do whatever we wanted to her.

			‘She must be in a lot of pain.’ Chris winced. It was difficult to look at.

			‘Aye, I need to get her to the vet tomorrow. But before anything else, she needs a good feed and a good night’s sleep.’

			I improvised and filled two pasta bowls – one with food, and the other with water. She was ravenous, but fear and worry had a good grip on her. I backed away to give her some space, and it wasn’t long before hunger and temptation edged her cautiously towards the food, and she took a few hesitant mouthfuls. Soon the food bowl was empty and drools of water hung from her jowls. She shook her head, and a stray strand of saliva hit the fridge and started to gloop down the door.

			‘We better get that before Chris sees it, Maggie! Nae drool on the walls, OK?’ Which reminded me: I had to ring our landlord and confess that I’d suddenly acquired a dog, who was now busy furnishing our no-pets-allowed flat with strings of dog-foody saliva.

			Later that evening, as Maggie was cautiously sniffing her way along the grass verge outside our block of flats, I finally pestered myself into biting the bullet and calling our landlord.

			‘She was being mistreated,’ I explained. ‘It’s only temporary – just for a few days, until Christmas Eve, until I find her a space in kennels. I’m going to see if I can take her to work with me, and I’ll make sure she doesn’t cause any bother or do any damage. I’m sorry to have to ask, I just had to do something.’ I waited nervously for his reaction.

			‘Thanks for being honest with me,’ he said. ‘And thanks for helping her. I’ve got a dog myself. He’s fast asleep in front of the fire, just now – all dogs deserve that. Please try and make sure she doesn’t cause any damage or upset the neighbours, and good luck finding her a great new home.’

			What a relief.

			That was one hurdle crossed. I’d call my boss in the morning and ask if it was OK to take Maggie in with me for the next couple of days, until we closed for Christmas break. She seemed like a quiet dog, and I just had to hope she didn’t have a hidden penchant for office destruction.

			Home from our walk, Maggie and I sat next to each other on the living-room floor, warming up. She wasn’t even a year old and already life was taking its toll on her body. I took another look at her swollen, red, scabby belly. Growing, feeding and caring for her pups – and, I guessed, a bad diet and not much concern about a few missed mealtimes – had left her skinny and malnourished. If it had ever been an option, relaxation had been out of the question for so long that it wasn’t going to come easy to her, but she looked utterly exhausted. ‘You’ve really been through it, haven’t you? Come on, Maggie, it’s been quite a day. Let’s get to bed.’

			Chris was already asleep when Maggie and I went through to the bedroom. ‘Come, lie down, darling. This should be comfy for you.’ I watched her from the bathroom as I brushed my teeth, sniffing the blankets I’d laid out for her next to my side of the bed, starting to build a picture of her new world. She pawed at them a few times, turned around and lay down.

			Trying not to disturb her, I manoeuvred over the pile of blankets and got into bed. Lying there in the dark, I took a few deep breaths and tried to make sense of things and get my thoughts in order. What a day it had been!

			I was weary, but I was ready for and expecting an unsettled night. Maggie’s life and world had changed completely in the last few hours, into something unrecognisable, and first nights in strange places are often difficult at the best of times. She was exhausted, though, and I hoped that would override her fear and she’d get the rest she needed. I needn’t have worried. A few minutes was all it took for our breathing to slow and for two overwhelmed bodies to fall asleep next to each other.

			Aside from a couple of wee puddles and Maggie’s dinner making a reappearance on the carpet, we both slept well. Nerves and anxiety do funny things to our insides.

			While we were on our early-morning walk, I called my boss.

			‘So, John, there’s this dog . . .’

			He knew me well enough to not be remotely surprised, and his cheerful Labrador, Jake, was already the office morale booster, so the proposition of a dog in the office wasn’t out of the question. He was happy for Maggie to come into the warehouse for a couple of days before we closed for the Christmas break. I was grateful for his kindness and understanding – and very relieved, because I didn’t have another plan.

			Another hurdle cleared. Keep going . . .

			It had only been twenty-four hours since we met, but Maggie and I were getting into the swing of things. We began to develop a routine, our friendship growing with every jaunt down the stairs for a sniff and a wee, and every moment spent cuddling on the living-room floor. There were a few accidents at work and at home, but nothing that a bottle of antibac spray and a few rolls of kitchen towel couldn’t rectify. At work, she lay on her duvet under the packing bench where I spent my days, contentedly entertaining herself with a large chew toy and quickly making pals with the folk in the office. She was eating well, and antibiotics and some pain relief from the vet were getting to work on the discomfort of the infection that raged through her body. It was easy – much easier than I’d anticipated. We fitted together, somehow.

			 

			That weekend, we went for our first proper walk along an old railway embankment nearby. I wasn’t ready to test Maggie’s off-lead skills just yet, so she stayed attached to me by a longish lead. It was a bright winter day and the sun hung low in the sky, blinding me as a mother and daughter stopped to chat.

			‘We saw her coming – she’s beautiful!’ Smiling, they bent down to speak to Maggie. ‘What’s her name? I know it sounds silly, but when we saw her, we both said that she seems like a really gentle soul, and we had to stop and meet her. I hope you don’t mind.’

			Pride warmed my chest as I told them her story. Maggie’s life had been chaos, fear, worry, and she’d never known kindness or had a friend. She had no reason to trust any of us. But she did. In the last few days, I’d watched as she welcomed new people like old friends, quietly and gently, giving them a paw if they asked and gently returning the kisses folk gave her. Her eyes had softened and a few good nights’ sleep had taken care of the bags under them, while good, regular food and medication to treat her ills had given her a spring in her step. She was coming alive.

			Mags and I were growing closer and more relaxed and confident with each other with every walk, car trip and cuddle on the couch, but we still had a long way to go. Her life of dodging angry hands or feet, missed meals, being passed from pillar to post and desperately trying to protect her pups in the midst of it all had made Maggie used to living on her nerves. Sometimes, when I made a sudden move or turned around too quickly in the kitchen, she’d plaster herself to the opposite wall, ears back, eyes huge, head down, making herself as small a target as she could. Old memories and habits die hard, especially ones we’ve developed to protect ourselves. Love and time needed to work their magic.

			Christmas had come round fast, and so had another hurdle. Chris and I were going to a wedding in the Highlands between Christmas and New Year, and kennels would be booked up over the holidays. Where was Maggie going to go? Stuck, I did what any self-respecting daughter would do and called my mum and dad. Happy to help – and unsurprised – my dad, Archie, agreed to look after Maggie for a couple of days.

			The wedding was wedding-y, and although I passed the time chatting to folk and even let myself be coaxed into a couple of dances, I couldn’t stop thinking about Maggie, and about how tired I was. It was only a few days until she was due to go to stay at my friend Heather’s boarding kennels, where she was going to be spayed, chipped and vaccinated, and then they would find her a fantastic new home. Heather was very careful and I trusted that she would only let Maggie go to live with people who would love and be kind to her. I had no doubt that she’d find a home where Maggie would be really happy and live a wonderful life.

			Head down, embarrassed, I ran to the toilets. Alone in a cubicle, I was grateful for the music, laughter and clinking glasses that masked my sobs. I realised I didn’t want Maggie to be loved by someone else. She already had a person who loved her. Me. I loved her.

			I dabbed my eyes with cold water and waited until the redness had calmed down. Back in the festivities, I didn’t need to make up an excuse to return to the chalet early; the familiar and overwhelming exhaustion had taken hold, along with the almost unbearable pain that always started after I ate and sapped me of all my energy and enthusiasm. For me, leaving a get-together early was becoming the norm.

			Far enough away from the party, in the woods that surrounded the hotel, it was blissfully quiet, dark and calm in the chalet. I lay half-dressed in bed, teeth unbrushed, face unwashed, and cried. I barely had the energy to keep my eyes open, but, as usual, my mind was in overdrive. An hour later, I’d thought about it enough. I inhaled and let out a long breath. I’d made up my mind. I loved Maggie, and she and I were staying together. Smiling, thrilled, I rang Dad.

			‘She’s been wandering around the house looking for you,’ he told me.

			I smiled.

			‘I took her for a walk round the woods, today. I tried to take her across the stream, but she didn’t know what water was.’

			‘I’m not going to give her up, Dad. She’s staying with me.’

			It wasn’t going to be easy, but I was determined. I turned over to go to sleep, thinking about the exciting new future that had just appeared in front of me.

			 

			‘Chris, I want to keep Maggie.’ It was the morning after the wedding, and I tried to keep my voice low as the other people staying in the chalet with us got ready for breakfast.

			‘Alexis, you know we can’t have dogs in the flat. You can’t keep her.’ Exasperated, his voice grew louder.

			‘Just listen to me, please. Our lease is up in eight weeks. I’ll find us somewhere else to live, somewhere that allows dogs. I know you like the flat, I do too, but I’ll look at houses near my work so I can go home to see her at lunchtime. I’ve called Heather and arranged that she can stay with her until I find somewhere. She’s staying with us, Chris. I can’t . . . I don’t want to be without her.’

			He closed his eyes and sighed, and my heart tightened.

			 

			I spent the first few weeks of January house hunting and calling Heather every few days for an update.

			‘She loves a run around with the other dogs. She’s such a nice lassie, she gets on with everyone.’ Heather was getting really fond of Mags.

			‘She is, isn’t she? Right, are you sitting down? I found a house for us! We get the keys on 19 February. Is it OK for Dad to come and pick her up on his way down to help us move?’

			Our new home was a semi with a garden in the suburbs of York. It was close to where I worked, so I would be able to go home at lunchtime to let Mags out for a wee.

			The day before Maggie was due to arrive, I saw a post on Facebook about a blind husky called Jack who was going to be killed the next day because his people were having an unexpected baby. Poor guy . . . Ach, well, two dogs are as easy as one dog.

			Jack arrived an hour before Maggie, and after he managed to lock himself in the bathroom and destroy the bath, dig a hole in the door and eat through the U-bend, I realised that, when one of those dogs was a half-bonkers, howling, spinning, blind husky who eats toilets, it was absolutely not easier to have two dogs. It was always my plan to find him a new home, but funnily enough, there wasn’t a queue forming round the block. Jack and I had a strained relationship; he hated sneezing, and he made me sneeze. When I went into a room, he left. He’d sleep on my bed all day, and then go downstairs so he didn’t have to listen to me sneeze all night. We muddled through, though, and, although it took a long time, eventually Jack found his way to Matt. Matt already had a couple of huskies and a job that took him into the forests in Cumbria every day, where Jack would be able to go with him. It was love at first sight when they met, and the ungrateful wee sod was curled up asleep on Matt’s knee within half an hour.

			Mags and I carried on where we left off, delighted to be reunited. I was tired and sore, and by the time I got home from work, I was usually pretty done in, so we spent our evenings lying on the couch, under a blanket, dozing, while Chris watched TV. During the week, we walked around the wee pond in the estate where we lived, and on weekends, we made an afternoon of it and went to the local country park for our walks. Every few weeks, we went up to see Mum and Dad in Kilmarnock, and Maggie had become part of the furniture there, too. But we were always happiest when we were hanging out at home together.

			‘Come on, Mags,’ I said, heaving myself out from under the blanket on the couch. ‘Time for night-night wees.’

			It wasn’t that late, but I was fading and I needed my bed.

			‘Maggie . . . come on, rouse yourself!’

			Nothing.

			‘Maggie! I know yer no’ sleeping, I can see you opening one eye. Up, out of bed!’

			Nothing.

			‘Maggie, d’ye think yer funny?’

			Thud. An involuntary wag.

			‘Got ye! I knew you were pretending. Out for a wee.’

			She sighed, stretched and walked to the back door, her tail wagging in anticipation of her last few sniffs of the day, before toast and bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Futures

			Raring to go, Maggie bounced into the car. ‘Where to, Mags? Loch Morlich? Our Rothie walk? Nah, Loch Morlich. It might be nice enough for a wee paddle, today.’ As I closed the boot, different types of pain went up, down and through me. Knowing the script, I steadied myself as I limped round the car and eased myself into the driver’s seat. ‘It’s gaunnie be a slow one today, Mags.’

			Chris’s job in the hotel industry had relocated us again, and home was now a rented bungalow just outside Aviemore, in the far north of Scotland. I was grateful to be back in Scotland, and especially grateful to be living where we did. It wasn’t any further from my family and friends than York had been, and because Mum, Dad and I used to come to the area for holidays in our caravan, it was familiar and welcoming. As a toddler, I’d spent my summers exploring the hills with Dad and Trouvee, filling Mum’s pockets with pine cones and telling stories about fairies, and I’d amused myself for hours in the wee stream that ran alongside the campsite, its never-ending possibilities satisfying the never-ending imagination of a solitary, insomniac toddler.

			We turned on to the ski road, heading towards the mountains. I glanced at Mags in the rear-view mirror, tongue lolling and ears bouncing, and wished she could give me some of her enthusiasm and energy. A sign at the side of the road told me that there was danger of forest fires. Aw, is there, aye? It hasnae stopped raining for weeks . . . More bloody danger of the sign floating away.

			The familiar waymarkers held their positions along the road – lay-by on the right, the gnarly bones of a long-dead tree on the left. The ski road takes winter and summer tourists from Aviemore up to the walks and slopes of the Cairngorm Mountain, dividing a few clusters of houses and a pine forest, dropping people off at lochs and campsites along the way. It climbs and hairpins its way up the mountain and, above the treeline, delivers awesome views of the distant hills, deep lochs and toy cars crawling along the roads through the intriguing, haunting space of the national park below.

			On the next corner, we passed the crumpled road sign – a mess of metal, using a tree to hold itself up – a permanent reminder of someone’s really bad day. The roads around Aviemore are scenic, but they are also notorious; speed, brutal winters, momentary lapses of concentration, tragic encounters between car and deer, and plain rotten luck on a sharp bend are the main contributors to many bad, sometimes really bad, accidents. A dark thought flickered through my mind. What would it be like to just lose control . . . ?

			A spasm grabbed a handful of my intestines and started twisting and clawing, my body instinctively clenching and doubling me over. Gritting my teeth and steadying my breath, I tried to stay focused on the road ahead. The spasm eased into a temporary lull and the nausea started to rise. Seconds later, another spasm above my right hip began swelling to its crescendo. I gripped the steering wheel and groaned. Please, just for a while, let it stop.

			Constant pain and crippling fatigue had come to make every moment a test of endurance, an unending cycle of limping across the finishing line of one marathon and stumbling straight into another. A desolate numbness had slicked across my mind, leeching the life from everything it touched. I felt like I was grasping on to something steep and slippery in the dark, terrified of what I was holding on to, and terrified of the pit I’d fall into if I let go.

			I glanced back at Maggie, cheerful and ready for our walk. Straight ahead, the wide-trunked pine, my old friend, rose from the grass verge, dependably solid and immovable. The road veered around it, insisting that I did, too. What if I didn’t want to go around it? What then?

			Anticipation getting the better of her, Maggie shifted in the boot. Another shock of pain rippled out from my guts. Weary, I glanced into the rear-view mirror. An excited face was looking back at me, eager for her paddle in the loch. I could hardly think how I was going to make it to the car park, never mind drag myself round the loch. ‘You looking forward to it, Mags? Not far, now. We’re almost there . . .’ I took a deep breath, and obligingly followed the path of the road around the tree and on towards the loch. Fucking coward . . .

			 

			In our new home, living among the mountains, lochs, pine forests and remote, desolate beauty of the Cairngorms National Park, Maggie and I were spoiled for walks: woodland walks, sniff walks, paddling walks, sandy beach walks. In the off season, most days we wouldn’t see anyone else; it was just the two of us, and miles of pine-needled paths and trees in all directions. On good days, when mind and body allowed, I loved our walks. I’d watch Mags splashing and let my thoughts wander as I threw stones and sticks into the turquoise shallows of An Lochan Uaine, the Green Loch, shaking my head and laughing as she tried to get a stick that was just . . . out . . . of . . . reach, gripping on to the sandy bed with her toenails. ‘There’s not much point in shaking yerself dry while yer still in the water, Mags!’

			In the summer, when the beaches and paths were busy with families enjoying themselves, she’d confidently pad along, wagging her tail, and casually wander over to introduce herself to everyone who looked her way. She loved meeting new dogs, and quite often she’d meet one as daft as her and they’d run in circles for a while, taunt each other with their favourite sticks and share some good sniffs. To Mags, everyone was a friend. She’d nuzzle into strangers, looking up at them, doe-eyed, tongue hanging out, relishing the attention. On more than one occasion, up at Loch Morlich, she followed her nose to a family picnic; realising what was happening too late, I arrived out of breath and apologising as she cheerfully explored the spread. Somehow, she almost always managed to trot away with a reward for her cheek.

			Out in the woods and the comforting aloneness, I talked to her, talked to myself, some days buoyed and propelled by thoughts, other days crumpled to the ground by them. Sometimes I cried and sometimes I blethered to Mum on the phone, and there were days when any sense of purpose was a distant memory, and I just put one foot in front of the other, not really caring much where the steps took me. On days when we had a bit of a spring in our step, we walked further, up past the Rothie campsite and towards the Lairig Ghru, the pass that cut through the mountains, and the Chalamain Gap, a boulder field where Dad and I had walked throughout my childhood and into my early twenties. Nothing was as thrilling as finding a path across boulders the size of small cars, one slip away from the leg-breaking gaps that plunged between them. On the best days, Mags and I would climb the trail until it emerged from the pine trees, and sit together on our rock at the side of the path, looking over the trees at the mountains and boulders I used to explore with Dad. On other days, like today, exhaustion and pain made a short stroll around the loch a battle of wills, or held me in bed, my mind screaming, and we didn’t walk at all.

			What had started as having to leave weddings a bit early had become having to call my understanding boss at the warehouse in York to apologise that I’d be late again, as I waited for the handful of painkillers I’d swallowed for breakfast to kick in enough that I could manoeuvre out of bed. Eating was an excruciating necessity, and frequent blockages contorted and shut down my intestines, leaving me writhing in agony, for hours, on the bathroom floor. Most days, when I got home from work, I only just managed to close the front door behind me before I collapsed on the hall floor and passed out with exhaustion, Maggie hungry and desperate for a wee, and staunchly by my side.

			After years of being fobbed off, and months of leave-yer-dignity-at-the-door tests, the cause of all the pain had finally been diagnosed as widespread moderate-to-severe Crohn’s disease, an autoimmune disorder of the intestinal tract. My body was attacking itself, causing inflammation, scarring and deep ulceration throughout my intestines. At the same time, I was diagnosed with another autoimmune disease, an inflammatory arthritis, which explained the merciless attacks on my muscles, joints, tendons, organs . . . Anything was fair game. Inflammation trapped the nerves in my back, sending bolts of pain down my legs when I stood, sat or moved, and the skin on the soles of my feet crawled with an unbearable itch which tested my patience beyond its limits. One winter, I stood barefoot in the snow for an hour, watching my feet turn blue, enjoying the relief of the numbness.

			Despite our move to Aviemore, life and all its routines carried on as normal. In the evenings, Chris lay on his recliner watching box sets, while Maggie and I lay together under our blanket on the couch. Maggie kept my feet warm and I tucked her back in against the draught, and we’d both conk out.

			‘You said you’d watch this with me.’ Chris was increasingly frustrated with my endless tiredness and lack of energy.

			I stirred myself, and started the long, painful process of standing up. ‘Sorry, I’ll try to stay awake. Do you want anything from the kitchen?’

			 

			When we’d first moved from York to Aviemore, in December 2010, we’d landed in the off season, and although Chris had work lined up, finding a job proved impossible for me. At a loose end, and floundering, I was very happy when a well-timed email arrived from my good friend Pam, at Edgar’s Mission, in Melbourne. Pam desperately needed a hand for a few months, and I really needed Edgar’s Mission. So, in February, Maggie went to her gran and gramp’s house for an extended holiday and I left the Scottish winter behind and spent three months in the Australian summer, doing all the things I remembered and loved from when I was there before, helping to take care of the rescued farm animals who called Edgar’s Mission home. Through March and April, along with Pam, I was mum to four newborn orphaned goats – Magpie, Sooty, Richmond and Frankie – who were born into this world on the slaughterhouse floor, as their mums stood in the kill line. I tried not to think about that too much, as those thoughts tended to grip tight and hold on when I did. Instead, I focused on being a goat climbing-frame and an auto milk-dispenser, on call any time of day or night. The orphaned goats were delightful and full of the joys of being alive, and I adored them.

			Although I always had to be near enough to a toilet, and some days needed strong painkillers to take the edge off, at Edgar’s, I found energy I didn’t know I had. I got up at sunrise every morning, looking forward to what surprises the new day would bring. I barely noticed the time go by between stepping out of my old dilapidated caravan into the first sun of the day, and falling back into it, eighteen hours later, hardly able to keep my eyes open, a fulfilled exhaustion dropping me straight into a deep sleep.

			I missed Maggie a lot, but once a week, I called Mum and Dad to get an update on her adventures, and I often got texts from her, telling me what she was up to on her walks. On Wednesday nights, Pam and I had a film night in the kitchen, a cat dozing on each chair, us on the floor. I’d usually only make it to the end of the opening credits before beginning to fall asleep. Pam would laugh, and put a blanket over me. It was hard, exhausting work, but it was bliss.

			The end of May came round too quickly, and neither Chris nor the airline were willing to accept any more excuses for putting my departure date back again. As Pam dropped me off at the train station in Melbourne, the implications of my flight home went unsaid. Parked on double yellows, we kept our farewell pragmatically short. We hugged and I swung my rucksack on to my back. I didn’t want to leave. I loved Pam and Edgar’s and everyone who lived there.

			‘OK, so, Lex. Do you want a job at Edgar’s? I’ll help you get citizenship.’

			Taken unawares, I stared at her.

			‘Think about it. You don’t have to answer yet. I’m going to miss you big time, Lex. Right, gotta go. Love you. Take care.’

			Pam was always busy, her life one never-ending to-do list, facing one difficult decision after another, one success after another, sleep often an optional extra, every day challenging and exhausting. She used all of herself – and more, if she needed to muster it. I had experienced that life and I wanted it. But although I loved Pam and Edgar’s, did I want to follow someone else’s path? What was I capable of? And though my heart and soul were at Edgar’s, Maggie wasn’t. Standing alone and bewildered outside Southern Cross Station, in front of me shimmering glass rose up from the pavement into the heat, dividing the paths that led towards two very different futures.

			 

			Arriving home in the early summer, I found it easy to get a couple of part-time seasonal jobs. In the evenings, I worked on the checkouts in the town’s supermarket, and in the mornings and early afternoons, I worked as a receptionist in a Thai spa. The wee cabin in the woods that housed the spa was peaceful, and I enjoyed being there alone while the owners travelled or visited their family. It was an antidote to the exhausting cacophony of the supermarket, which was often a confusing and overwhelming challenge for my foggy brain. It was also small, so it was easy to find handholds, on my worse days, as I hauled myself from desk to treatment room and back again. A few hours in the afternoon, between the two jobs, was enough time to do housework and go for a walk with Mags, sometimes getting the chance to lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling, crying, for half an hour, before cycling down to the town for a shift at the till.

			It was a mild late-summer evening, and I’d finished my shift at the supermarket and used the last of my energy to cycle home up the ski road. Exhausted and in pain, I parked my bike in the porch, closed the door and collapsed on the floor. The mat that declared ‘Welcome’ was ironically unwelcoming. The damp, muddy hessian scratched my cheek and the cold of the wooden floorboards seeped through my cheap nylon uniform. Maggie had heard me arrive home and took her spot, loyal and worried, by my side.

			The season was drawing to a close, and I only had a few more shifts to go, but I had nothing left. Hope and joy were distant memories lying lifeless beneath the pain, exhaustion and frustration. Motionless, I stared at the wall. I was fed up of it all – the tiredness, the loneliness, the greyness, my failing marriage, the never-ending pain of my illness. I couldn’t remember if there had ever been colour in the world, but even if there had been, it felt like there never would be again. The future was only ever going to be the same as today: a vast, bleak, futile, pointless nothingness.

			I couldn’t remember getting the knife, but I must have taken it from the kitchen drawer. My mind slipped in and out of functionality as it twisted and contorted, going one way then the other, sometimes moving too quickly to hold on to a thought, then grinding to a halt in an infinite, empty, heavy nothing. I needed out, and there was nowhere else left to go. I reached out and held Maggie’s paw with one hand. The knife lay limp in the other.

			You can’t even do this right . . .

			I looked into Maggie’s eyes and my cheeks flushed with shame. I turned away.

			Just a bit harder . . . just dig it in . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .

			I’d lost my grasp on the slippery slope, and there was only one way to go now. There was only one way to end the pain. Lost in the darkness, Maggie’s warm tongue on my face startled me. She was worried. I looked back at her, confused and anxious. I knew I loved her more than it felt possible to love someone, and I knew she loved me back, and I wished I could feel that love. She nudged my elbow with her nose. Tears stung my eyes as, ashamed, I slipped the knife into my pocket. ‘You hungry, darling? Come on, let’s get yer toast.’

			 

			A few days later, the rain finally relinquished its grip on the summer. Making the most of the fleeting sunshine and warmth, a group of us from the supermarket went to the local, the Old Bridge Inn, for a few drinks after work. Lost in the laughter and the booze and the summer evening, I ignored my phone ringing in my bag, knowing it would be Chris, and knowing the implications. After we got kicked out at closing time, we ended up across the road on the picnic benches, working our way through our accumulation of pints. It must have been gone two a.m. when I finally got on my bike and wobbled home along the cycle path. I crept into bed, trying not to wake Chris. It was a relief when he left for work early the next morning when I was pretending to be asleep.

			Hearing the door of the spa open the following morning, I walked through from the back room. Chris stood in reception. My heart jumped.

			‘Where were you last night?’

			‘I was out with the folk from work. I texted you. They asked me if I wanted to go to the pub after work. I wasn’t that late.’

			I knew I’d been late, and I knew I hadn’t gone home when I said I would. Adrenaline flowed, and my guts trembled. Years of miserable deterioration and dawning realisations had led to this moment.

			‘I was out looking for you! You didn’t answer your phone. You didn’t even come to bed when you got home.’

			‘I was checking Facebook . . .’

			‘Alexis, do you want to be in this marriage or not?’

			I looked down at his feet and took a deep breath.

			‘No . . . I don’t. I can’t . . . Chris, you know this has been coming . . . Things have got really bad . . . I can’t anymore. There’s nothing left.’

			Guilt, shame, relief.

			Silently, Chris looked at me for a few moments. ‘You’re making a big mistake,’ he told me, and turned and walked out the door.

			 

			I left the marriage, taking Maggie and a few odds and ends with me, and, because the house was tied to Chris’s work, I was homeless. Mum and Dad offered to turn their conservatory and dining room into a living room and bedroom for me and Mags, so we could live with them and they could take care of me as my health deteriorated. I appreciated my folks’ kindness and support a lot, but they understood why the thought of being so dependent made me want to flee the opposite way.

			To make things easier all round, Maggie went to live with them for an extended holiday, and they gifted me my independence in the form of a bright green, three-door, eleven-year-old Rav 4. It was old and undesirable, as far as cars go, but I loved it. Along with a sleeping bag, a few changes of clothes, a book and a couple of carrier bags of things from the life I’d just left, I moved into the Rav.



OEBPS/font/BrushScriptMT.TTF


OEBPS/font/GillSansMT.TTF


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/9781529411652.jpg
No Lite
1Too Small

Love and loss at the world’s
first animal hospice






OEBPS/image/NoLifeTooSmall_title.png
No Lite
'loo Small

Love and loss at the world’s
first animal hospice

ALEXIS FLEMING





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/NoLifeTooSmall_1-2title.png
No Life Too Small





OEBPS/font/GaramondPremrPro-LtDisp.otf


OEBPS/image/Quercus_logo.png
Quercus





